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Sacramento Flood Control and Folsom Dam: 
Recent Action and Current Issues 



Summary 

Sacramento, California, is among the U.S. cities most vulnerable to flooding, 
and regional growth is increasing the potential losses from flooding. A major flood 
could inundate developed and agricultural areas, disrupting the economy and 
damaging infrastructure and property. How to reduce flood risks in developed and 
developing areas is a problem faced by communities nationwide, and is receiving 
increased attention as the reliability of existing infrastructure is reevaluated in the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. 

Sacramento’s flood protection system, which includes levees on the American 
and Sacramento Rivers as well as Folsom Dam on the American River, has been 
crucial in protecting the city over the last 50 years. Storms in 1986 and 1996 
prompted increased attention to Sacramento flood concerns from the federal 
government, which subsequently has contributed efforts to reduce the city’s flood 
vulnerability. 

Beginning in 1987, Congress authorized and appropriated funds for several 
studies by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) to investigate flood protection 
in the Sacramento area. These studies showed that the city’s flood damage reduction 
system provided less than 100-year flood protection (i.e., a greater than 1% annual 
chance of flooding). The studies suggested a number of options to augment flood 
protection, including improvements to local levees, various changes and additions to 
the federally constructed Folsom Dam, and a dam upstream from Folsom Dam on the 
American River (Auburn Dam). 

Since 1992, Congress has authorized a variety of actions, including improving 
levees and modifying Folsom Dam. Although Congress authorized plans to expand 
Folsom Dam’s capacity to regulate larger floods, some planned activities have 
become problematic due to changes in cost estimates. Current studies are exploring 
additional potential options addressing flood control in the area. Congress is likely 
to revisit issues relating to authorization, cost, and oversight of Sacramento flood 
protection projects. Reconsideration of Auburn Dam on the American River (also 
known as the Auburn-Folsom South Unit) or another dam near the Auburn site also 
may be debated. 

In addition to structural changes at Folsom Dam, Congress also has authorized 
and implemented dam operational changes . Some actions to rehabilitate and improve 
levees on the American and Sacramento Rivers are currently under construction; 
others have been delayed and are undergoing reevaluation. 

This report briefly outlines recent major federal involvement in flood control in 
the Sacramento region of California, with particular attention to recent changes and 
developments in the construction of projects at Folsom Dam. It outlines recent 
congressional and agency actions intended to strengthen flood control in this region, 
and provides an update on the status of these actions. 
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Sacramento Flood Control and Folsom 
Dam: Recent Action and Current Issues 

Introduction 

The city of Sacramento is located northeast of San Francisco Bay in California 
at the confluence of the American and Sacramento Rivers. The city’s 1 location puts 
it among the U.S. cities most vulnerable to significant flooding. Potential flood 
losses grow as development in the area places more lives and properties in harm’s 
way. As illustrated by disasters like Hurricane Katrina, flood damage reduction 
infrastructure cannot protect all areas, control all floods, and be completely reliable. 
To reduce flooding risks in Sacramento, local, state, and federal entities have built 
dams, levees, and other structures, including the federally constructed Folsom Dam 
on the American River. These entities currently are studying and pursuing ways to 
improve the reliability, capacity, and operations of the existing infrastructure as well 
as construction activities to modify and build flood damage reduction infrastructure. 
Whether and how to combine nonstructural methods (e.g., building restrictions and 
codes, insurance premiums) and structural methods (e.g., levee strengthening, dam 
modification, new dam construction) for managing flood risks is the subject of some 
dispute among stakeholders. 

Following a significant flood threat in 1986, Congress in 1987 authorized the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) to study additional flood damage reduction 
measures (e.g., dam and levee improvements, construction of new structures, 
adoption of operational improvements). Since then, Congress has authorized and 
appropriated funding for studies and construction of specific flood damage reduction 
measures. This report outlines the status of these studies and measures, with 
particular attention to measures at Folsom Dam. 2 

Historical Efforts to Reduce Flood Vulnerability. Sacramento has 
historically been prone to flooding. As shown in Figure 1 , the American River 
descends the Sierra Nevada crest from the northeast down to the city of Sacramento, 
where it meets the largest river in California, the Sacramento River. On occasion, 
warm and wet West Coast storm patterns deliver rain in the nearby mountains, which 
can create very large flows on the American River; the American River water then 



1 For the purposes of this report, the term “city of Sacramento” refers to the City of 
Sacramento, portions of Sacramento County near the American River, and the Natomas 
Basin (which is located in the City of Sacramento and Sacramento and Sutter Counties). 

2 Additional nearby regional floodwater management projects have been authorized by 
Congress, but are not the subject of this report. These include West Sacramento 
(Sacramento River and Yolo Bypass levees), Sacramento County (South County Streams 
Group) and Sutter and Yuba Counties (Yuba River Basin Project on the Feather and Yuba 
Rivers). 
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combines with the formidable flows of the Sacramento River, producing a high flood 
threat to the greater Sacramento area. Sacramento historically suffered significant 
damage during these storms. Soon after the city’s founding in 1839, local efforts 
were undertaken to reduce the city’s flood damages. A complex set of levees, dams, 
and related facilities were built near and within the city on both the Sacramento and 
American Rivers. 



Levees were built to keep flood waters confined to the river, and out of the 
floodplain where the city is located. Figure 1 shows levees lining both sides of the 
American River from its intersection with the Sacramento River upstream for 17 
miles. Levees also completely surround the Natomas Basin, a historically agricultural 
area just north of Sacramento and east of the Sacramento River. 



Figure 1. Sacramento Levees and Folsom Dam 




These levees work in combination with Folsom Dam, which operates to capture 
flood waters and for other purposes (e.g., hydropower, irrigation, and municpal/ 
industrial uses). Congress authorized construction of Folsom Dam 29 miles northeast 
of Sacramento, at the confluence of the North and South Forks of the American River 
(shown in Figure 1), in the Flood Control Act of 1944 (P.L. 78-534). The Corps 
completed construction of the 340-foot high structure in 1956. The dam was designed 
to regulate floodwaters by capturing heavy inflows from the upper American River 
watershed in the dam’ s reservoir. After construction, dam operations were transferred 
to the Bureau of Reclamation (Bureau) as part of the Central Valley Project. 3 



3 As part of the Central Valley Project, dams provide hydroelectricity, irrigation, and 

(continued...) 



